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This article discusses the Allegany Central Railroad, which ran a steam excursion 
railroad between Cumberland and Frostburg, Maryland. The Allegany Central was the 
first operator of the tourist railroad, which has been in operation now in Cumberland for 
more than twenty years. The tourist line which initiated service in 1989 as the Allegany 
Central Railroad was operated by Jack Showalter. The name was changed in the 1990 
season to Western Maryland Scenic Railroad, with Jack's engines relettered. 


Planning Stage 


After the Baltimore & Ohio's 1871 Queen City Station and Hotel in Cumberland was torn 
down in 1972, thoughts toward railway preservation and a tourist train operation by local 
railfans, citizens, and government began to solidify. In June 1973, the Western Maryland 
Railway Station in Cumberland was named to the National Register of Historic Places. 
This was no guarantee of survival, but it was a good step. Lobbying for a tourist train 
began around 1983, and feasibility studies were conducted in 1984. By 1985, a rail 
museum was opened in the Station by the local Western Maryland Chapter of the 
National Railway Historical Society. Also, the Western Maryland Scenic Railroad 
Development Corporation was formed, and goals established. By 1986, Chessie filed for 
abandonment of the tracks between Cumberland and Frostburg, and the WMSRDC was 
in a position to request transference of the deed. In December of 1986, the abandoned 
Western Maryland rail line between Cumberland and Frostburg was deeded to the City of 
Cumberland. By September of 1988, a lot had come together. The old locomotive 
servicing facilities at Ridgeley, WV, were made available, a turntable from Elkins had 
been installed at Frostburg, and track renovation was underway. Steam engines from the 
Allegany Central were used in December of 1987 for test runs up the mountain. 


The Allegheny Central (note the spelling) operated as a steam railroad in Covington, VA, 
before moving to Cumberland in 1988, and changed the spelling to correspond with the 
local usage. 


Jack Showalter acquired the locomotives, some of the rolling stock, and the C&O's Hot 
Springs Branch Line in 1973. The two steam engines (Nos. 1238 and 1286) were built in 
Canada in 1946 and 1948, and saw 10 years of service with the Canadian Pacific 
Railroad. They were saved, not scrapped, by being two of a few kept in case of 
emergency need for motive power. The engines had been purchased in 1964 by George 


Hart, an American businessman, for excursion service in the states. Number 1286 is 
famous as co-starring in the film Hello, Dolly. Not to be outdone, 1238 starred in a BBC 
production of The Life of Lady Astor. Years of hard work, and support from State, 
County, and local levels amounting to millions of dollars made the steam excursion a 
reality in Allegany County. Also, untold thousands of hours of volunteer effort by 
railfans made the trains run again. The operations are under the direction of the non-profit 
Western Maryland Scenic Railroad Development Corporation (WMSRDC). Officers of 
the Corporation include the President of the Allegany County Commissioners, and the 
Mayors of Cumberland and Frostburg. The WMSRDC is a non-profit Corporation, and 
tax-supported. 


Besides the steam locomotives, the line had a high short hood GP-9 diesel, number 40, 
that was owned by the City of Cumberland. This 1750 horsepower unit was saved from 
scrapping in 1988 and was painted black, with Western Maryland speed lettering in late 
1989. It was an ex-C&O unit, built in 1957, later assigned to the Western Maryland. The 
locomotive was donated to the City of Cumberland by CSX Corporation for use on the 
tourist line. Numerous Pullman coaches dating from 1928 and owned by the WMSRDC 
make the run, including RF&P numbers 513 and 524. Several cabooses, and a diesel 
track crane were also owned by the Allegany Central. A restored dining car was planned 
to enter service. 


In 1989, 1238 was used for the excursion train, as 1286 was undergoing repairs. The 
diesel performed auxiliary service on the line. The first year (1989) ridership was 
projected to be 24,000, but it reached almost double that. Two runs per day were made 
from Cumberland to Frostburg, with weekend-only service in November and December. 
Special trains were run for Halloween, Thanksgiving, and Christmas. Ridership exceeded 
40,000 in 1991. 


The Steam Train - the 1990 Season 


By the end of 1990, both locomotives were operable on the line, and double-headed 
steam trips were made. Later, 1238 was taken down for maintenance, and 1286 was used 
for the rest of the next season. For an excursion with a single locomotive, 3 tons of coal, 
and 3,000 gallons of water were required. 


One problem that plagued the early operations of the railroad was the weight of the 
passenger cars. The 80-ton cars limited the number of revenue passengers that could be 
hauled each trip. A search was made for lighter weight cars, and some were purchased in 
1991. These weighed 50-52 tons. 


In 1990, a new General Manager was hired as a result of a Maryland State audit of the 
operations. The line was supposed to start operation on April 14, but negotiations with 
the operator soured, and the opening was delayed. There had been a total of 328 trips 
planned for the year. After intensive negotiations, the operating agreement between the 
Showalter operation and the WMSRDC was signed, and the 1990 season finally kicked 


off on April 21st. The agreement stipulated that the second steam locomotive would be 
returned to operating condition. It was, by September. 


Irreconcilable Differences and Dieselization 


The Western Maryland Scenic Railroad Development Corporation and the Allegany 
Central Railroad, the owners of the line and the operators of the equipment respectively, 
could not reach an agreement on price for the next season. The 1991 Allegany Central 
contract was not renewed. The contract with the Allegany Central had been cancelled in 
April of 1990, but the decision was then reversed. The WMSRDC contracted with 
Sheridan Rail Operations of Addison, IL. for diesels to operate the excursions. Alco units 
FPA-2 and RS-3 were brought in, and painted in Western Maryland Railway "Fireball" 
colors. The FPA-2 was a passenger variant of an FA-2, as actually operated by the 
Western Maryland. The WM also operated RS-3 types. These scenic railroad units were 
numbered one greater than the last actual WM units of their respective class. An RS-D-5 
was added later in the year. The WM never had any of these 3-axle units. Seven 
lightweight circa-1955 passenger cars were purchased by the WMSRDC from the Long 
Island Railroad. The line was also operating with leased cars from the Horseshoe 
Chapter, National Railway Historical Society, Altoona, Pennsylvania. 


The diesel-powered line saw ridership drop, but a turndown in the economy was also a 
factor. CSX donated a caboose to the WMSRDC, an ex-C&O wide-vision unit, number 
3078. It was painted red, and became number 10. During the negotiations between the 
WMSRDC and the Allegany Central, the Mayor of Cumberland offered to sell the GP-9 
diesel to the railroad as part of the deal. He later admitted this was a mistake. However, it 
became part of the negotiations, and eventually left town with the Allegany Central. 


Negotiations between the WMSRDC and the Allegany Central turned ugly. The railroad 
equipment was kept in Ridgeley, WV, across the Potomac from Cumberland. Some of 
this was owned by the WMSRDC, and some by the Allegany Central. The City attempted 
an inspection of the equipment, but the Mineral County (WV) Sheriff was called in to 
prevent trespassing. Legal action was initiated by the City to regain its property, held 
hostage in the negotiations. Finally, the controversy was resolved, with hard feelings on 
both sides. The steam locomotives (and the diesel) left for Virginia. 


Jack Showalter took his family and his locomotives and equipment to Staunton, Virginia. 
He formed an excursion company under the name Virginia Central Railroad, operating 
on CSX tracks. Increased insurance requirements led to the termination of the service. 
Most of the equipment is in storage in Staunton. The ex-City of Cumberland diesel was in 
storage on the Shenandoah Valley Railroad lettered as Virginia Central number 40. It was 
later sold to the new Shenandoah Valley Railroad in 2006, and used in freight service. 
The Cumberland tourist line operated for a few seasons with vintage diesel power. The 
WMSRDC then purchased a 2-8-0 steam locomotive, nicknamed Mountain Thunder that 
is in service to this writing. The Scenic Railway operations have been in service for over 
20 years. 
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